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ORLANDO: LeBron James and the Los Angeles 
Lakers begin the final challenge in their bid to return to 
the summit of basketball today when they take on the 
Miami Heat team in game one of the NBA Finals. A full 
11 months after the 2019-2020 NBA season first tipped 
off, a marathon campaign plunged into crisis by 
COVID-19 and tumultuous social unrest finally reaches 
its climax in Orlando. The fact that the NBA season has 
managed to reach the home stretch is itself a triumph 
of sorts, a testament to assiduous planning by league 
officials to create a secure “bubble” at Disney World in 
Florida. 

Since July, teams have been housed at the sprawling 
entertainment park in Orlando, largely sequestered from 
the outside world and the raging coronavirus crisis 
which has claimed more than 204,000 American lives. 
Even then, the season has not been immune from exter-
nal forces. A month ago, the season threatened to unrav-
el as a tide of anger against racial injustice prompted 
teams led by the Milwaukee Bucks to boycott games. 

The Lakers, who will be chasing a 17th NBA cham-
pionship against Miami in the finals, were one of two 
teams who reportedly voted to abandon the season 

altogether on August 26 following the shooting of 
Jacob Blake in Kenosha. That walkout threat was only 
headed off by the intervention of former President 
Barack Obama, who reportedly counseled James and 
other players against a season-ending boycott. 

LeBron determined 
A little over one month later, and the 35-year-old 

James is now girding himself for a 10th appearance in an 
NBA Finals, a tally bettered by only two players in the 
history of the league. It also marks the vindication of 
James’ decision in 2018 to leave the Cleveland Cavaliers 
for the Lakers, a faded superpower of the NBA who 
were floundering before his arrival two years ago. 

Although James first season in Los Angeles end-
ed in disappointment, with injury restricting his 
appearances and the team once again failing to 
make the playoffs, the bolstering of the squad with 
Anthony Davis last year, who has formed a superb 
partnership with James, returned the team to domi-
nance. “This is what I came here for,” James said on 
Saturday after the Lakers defeated the Denver 
Nuggets to clinch the Western Conference champi-

onship and book a place in the finals. 
“I heard all the conversations and everything that 

was said about why did I decide to come to LA (that) 
the reason I came to LA, it was not about basketball. 
“All those conversations, just naysayers and things of 
that nature. I understood that, with the season I had 
last year and my injury, it just gave them more sticks 
and more wood to throw in the fire to continue to say 
the things that they would say about me. “But it never 
stopped my journey and never stopped my mindset 
and never stopped my goal.” 

Honoring Kobe 
The Lakers’ odyssey back to the finals has also 

been marked by tragedy. In January, the team was 
plunged into mourning following the death in a heli-
copter accident of franchise legend Kobe Bryant. A 
determination to honour Bryant’s legacy has driven the 
Lakers into this year’s finals. “Every time you put on 
purple and gold, you think about his legacy,” James 
said. “You think about him and about what he meant to 
this franchise for 20-plus years, and what he stood for 
both on the floor and off the floor.” Standing in the way 

of James’ bid for a fourth NBA championship is a 
Miami team who are happy to be cast in the role of 
underdogs. 

The Heat have excelled through the playoffs with 
Jimmy Butler, Bam Adebayo and Goran Dragic out-
standing, routing the top-seeded Milwaukee Bucks 4-1 
in the Eastern Conference semi-finals before account-
ing for the Boston Celtics 4-2. Butler, who joined 
Miami in 2019 from the Philadelphia 76ers, says the 
team must neutralise James to have any chance against 
the Lakers. “The main key, and it’s been like this for a 
very long time, if you want to win, you’re going to have 
to go through a LeBron James-led team,” Butler said. 

“At the end of the day, that’s what it normally comes 
down to. “That’s what we got to focus in on. Obviously 
you can’t focus in on him because he has so many real-
ly good players around him, but you’re going to get the 
same test over and over again until you pass, and that 
test is LeBron James. “We’re just going to have to play 
hard. We’re going to have to play damn near perfect 
because they are such a good team. They do so many 
things well. Obviously you know the star power that 
they have.” —AFP

Lakers, Heat prepare for battle  
as NBA odyssey reaches climax
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Kevin Hansen performs during Team Hansen pre event test in Strangnas, Sweden. —Photo taken from www.redbullcontentpool.com

Marathon campaign plunged into crisis by COVID-19

Badminton chief  
defends calendar  
changes after outcry 

 
KUALA LUMPUR: Badminton’s ruling body yester-
day defended postponing the season’s finale until 
January-a decision that has sparked an outcry from 
players-saying it was the “best possible solution” given 
the coronavirus pandemic. The virus has thrown the 
badminton calendar into chaos, with officials forced to 
repeatedly postpone competitions.  In the latest 
change, officials announced last week the three tour-
naments that make up the Asian leg of the world tour 
will take place in the Thai capital Bangkok in January.  
The final tournaments of the 2020 season were origi-
nally scheduled for November. 

Badminton World Federation (BWF) president Poul-
Erik Hoyer insisted Tuesday it was the best outcome in a 
difficult year.  “Given the challenges we faced, this was 
the best possible solution under the circumstances,” he 
told a press conference. “I am confident that with our 
safety protocols in place, the three events will kickstart 
badminton’s successful return in 2021.” Several Danish 
players-including leading men’s doubles players Anders 
Skaarup Rasmussen and Kim Astrup-were reported to 
have reacted angrily to the news of the postponement. 

Officials have acknowledged that changing the dates 
could affect world rankings and the 2021 season’s calen-
dar.  Still, Badminton Association of Thailand president 
Patama Leeswadtrakul said strict measures would be in 
place to ensure the safety of players and officials at the 
Bangkok tournaments. They included putting a “bubble” 
in place-like those implemented for the restart of other 
sports-and requiring players to take virus tests before 
flying to Bangkok and on arrival. Earlier this month the 
BWF postponed the showpiece Thomas and Uber Cup 
after a string of countries withdrew. —AFP

French Open is now  
my next goal: Thiem 

 
KUWAIT: Fresh from his maiden Grand Slam title at the 
US Open, Dominic Thiem has set his sights on further 
tennis glory. A two-time French Open runner-up, the 
Austrian is aiming to upstage the likes of Rafael Nadal 
and Novak Djokovic at Roland Garros. On the eve of the 
event, he looked back on his historic win in the Big 
Apple, breaking the run of tennis’ Big Three, and why 
he’s primed to make an impact in Paris. 

Question - What was going through your head after 
winning your first Grand Slam? 

Answer - I have had a few days to let it all sink in 
and reflect. It feels no less wonderful than right after the 
triumph. It actually feels even better now that I have had 
a chance to shake off the fatigue. I now even dare to 
look back on the match against Sascha Zverev. It was 
impossible to do so in the first few days after that thriller 
of a final because it was simply too exciting and dramat-
ic. I had the weird feeling that, if I reflected on it, I might 
still lose the match after all! Luckily, that has now passed 
and the victory still feels absolutely brilliant. 

Question- You have ended three years of domi-
nance by the Big Three. Since Stan Wawrinka won the 
US Open in 2016, nobody except Novak Djokovic, 
Rafa Nadal, and Roger Federer has won a Grand Slam. 
Now you have claimed your place in that group, how 
does it feel? 

Answer - Being the first ‘new’ Grand Slam winner in 
what seems like an eternity feels really good. However, I 
would not claim to have ended the dominance. Novak, 
Rafa, and Roger remain favourites in every tournament 
they compete in. Even next week, when the French Open 
starts in Paris, Nadal and Djokovic are the ones to beat. 

Question - How was the tournament in general at 
Flushing Meadows? 

Answer - The whole tournament, including all its 
trappings, was, of course, extraordinary and required 
some getting used to. The US Open of 2020 was a very 
special Grand Slam tournament. The Flushing Meadows 
Arena was completely devoid of spectators and remain-
ing inside the “bubble” required a coronavirus test every 
three days. The daily schedule played out between the 
hotel and the tennis courts. I did not even see New York, 
not even a single short trip into the city. Everything was 
focused on tennis, maybe even too focused without a 
real chance to clear your mind. That was very challeng-
ing because you were never allowed out. From a mental 
perspective, those four weeks were extremely demand-
ing for me and my team. The fact that the conditions 
were so unique almost makes this year’s victory a touch 
more special. 

Question - When looking back, at which point did 
you start sensing that winning this US Open tournament 
was more than just a possibility? 

Answer - The faith that I could win a Grand Slam 
tournament was something I had long before the US 
Open. That is why I put myself under so much pressure. 
Moreover, I harboured the belief that my first Grand 
Slam victory could happen at this particular US Open 
throughout the tournament. Naturally, the circumstances 
changed when Novak Djokovic was eliminated from the 
tournament. From that moment on it was crystal clear... 
there will be a new winner. I knew the player who could 
cope best with the pressure would win this Grand Slam 
title. I did not handle the pressure particularly well in the 
final, but I managed to turn the game around in the end! 
It was just incredible. 

Question - Following the disqualification of Novak 
Djokovic, the general public considered you the new 
favourite. How did you manage to deflect the pressure 
and remain focused? 

I knew I had a great chance of winning the US Open 
provided I played really well and managed to perform at 
my top level. I was able to block out the fact that this 
was the best chance to win a Grand Slam tournament in 
the quarter-final and semi-final stages. The final, howev-
er, was really tough for me mentally. I honestly think I 
have never been more nervous and tense before a match. 
Fortunately, I was able to turn the tide just in time and 
beat Sascha Zverev in a tough fight over five sets. 

Question - What is your next goal? 
The answer is quite simple... the French Open start-

ing this weekend. It may even be to my advantage that 

the next Grand Slam takes place so soon after the US 
Open. Now that I have won a Grand Slam final, I can 
finally tick off one of the biggest aspirations of my 
career. Starting immediately, I am fully focused on my 
clay game and the French Open. My goal is to start into 
the first round of the tournament 100% fresh. 

Question - Should Rafa be worried ahead of the 
French Open? Does he need to change anything given 
the temperatures will be lower than in summer! 

Answer - The temperatures could be the only real 
reason why he may need to change. Naturally, everyone 
was a little curious to see how Rafa would play at the 
Masters tournament in Rome. If he comes into the 
French Open in good shape, he is always the favorite to 
win in Roland Garros not least because he has already 
won the tournament 12 times. Obviously, I would be very 
excited about playing against him. 

Question - What else would you like to say to your 
fans? They cheered you on in Austria, more often than 
not tuning in the middle of the night... 

Answer - First of all, I would like to send a huge 
thank you to all tennis enthusiasts who cheered me on, 
especially the fans who stayed awake deep into the night 
and probably sacrificed one or two work days. The fans 
at home are always very important to me. They may have 
been even more valuable than usual at this year’s US 
Open because, knowing that there are so many people 
watching on TV at home, definitely helped me secure the 
title at the Arthur Ashe Stadium.

Dodgers aim to end  
World Series drought  
as playoffs begin 
LOS ANGELES: The Los Angeles Dodgers head into 
another Major League Baseball postseason today looking 
to end a 32-year wait for a World Series crown after a 
litany of recent failures. For the third time in four years, 
the Dodgers head into the playoffs boasting the best reg-
ular season record in the National League, armed with 
high hopes of winning a first Fall Classic since 1988. 

But for all the vaunted regular season dominance, a 
postseason championship has remained elusive, with a 
series of agonizing losses fuelling the perception of a 
psychological brittleness in pressure situations. In 2017, 
the Dodgers were beaten in seven games in the World 
Series by the Houston Astros, losing the decider in front 
of their shellshocked home fans at Dodger Stadium in 
game seven. The following season, Dodger fans again had 
to witness a rival team celebrating the championship at 
Chavez Ravine, with the Boston Red Sox wrapping up an 
emphatic 4-1 series victory in game five. 

In 2019, it was the turn of the Washington Nationals to 
inflict the pain, with the Dodgers losing 7-3 at home in 
game five against the eventual World Series winners after 
blowing a 3-1 lead heading into the eighth inning. That 
game was notable for another in a series of disappointing 
outings for ace pitcher Clayton Kershaw, regarded as one 
of the greatest pitchers of his generation yet struggling to 
shed the crude tag of postseason choker. “Everything 
people say is true right now about the postseason,” a dis-
traught Kershaw said after last season’s letdown. “When 
you don’t win the last game of the season and you’re to 
blame for it, it’s not fun.” It is a tale of postseason woe that 
will give even the most optimistic Dodger fans cause for 
nervousness, despite the team boosting their firepower 
this year with the acquisition of former Red Sox MVP 
Mookie Betts. 

The format of the abbreviated 60-game season, and 
the expanded 16-team playoffs, mean that the advantages 
normally accrued for dominating the regular season will 
be absent this year. Instead the Dodgers must navigate a 
potentially awkward three-game wild card series at home 
to the Milwaukee Brewers starting today, before then 
heading into a division series which will be played on 
neutral turf in Texas. 

“When the season’s closed down and we start the 
playoffs, none of that means anything,” said the Dodgers 
in-form outfielder AJ Pollock. “We start over and every-
thing goes back to zero. Hopefully, me personally, and the 
team, can just keep this thing rolling.” —AFP 
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